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LEG-At-·ENTERTAINMENT IN .· ...,_ ~ ·,. ' 

TELEVISION: 
programming'guidelines and social mores 

By Todd V. Lamb~ 

1he role ol television in our society has 
changed drastically over the lastthitty years. Once 
amediumpurelyforentertairunent,televisionhas 
developed into a bald hitting advocate for social, 
political, and legal change. Nowhere is this more 
prevalent than in legal entertainment program
ming. 

Thirty years ago, legal entertainment came 
in the form of shows like Pmy Mason. From 
episode toepisodethestory lines weresimilar:Mr. 
Mason's client was wrongfullyaccusedofacrime. 
Afteralengthyinvestigation(settingupanAgatha 
Christielikewho-done-itmystery)thecasewould 
goto trial. At the trial the mystery would continue 
to evolve through the testimony of the witnesses. 
EventuallytheguiltypartywouldernergeandMr. 
Mason's client would be vindicated. The program 
provided high quality entertainment, however it 
didnotaddressanyofthesignificantlegaliss:uesof 
the time; 

Today, legal entertainment is pre
sentingconl:emporarylegalissues takenright 
out of our nation's courts. Often the writers of 
these shows take ona particular point of view and 
the program becomes a forum for discussion on 
the topic. 

Recent episodes of Law and Order have 
takenoncontroversialconstitutional issues. In one 
episode a murder occurred on the streets of New 
York Gty. The investigation led the police to a 
homel~ personlivingin Central Park. The police 
searchedthehomelessperson'spropertyand found 
the murder weapon. They did not have a search 
warrant. Not so coincidentally, several da~ after 
the show aired the United Stales Supreme Court 
affirmed a Connecticut Supreme Court decision 
holding that police must get a search warrant to 
search the personal property of a homeless person· 
ev~ if ~ ,persoµ lives pn public property, 

in a. different episode, parents of a sick 
child refw!ed medical treatment for the child be
cause of religious convictions. Thechilddied. The 
People brought manslaughter charges against the 
parents. The jury found the parents guilty. During 
the trial it became clear that if convicted, the judge 
would not let the parents see any jail time. In the 

epilogue die prosecutor \WsaJkedwhyhe ptished 
for a conviction when he knew the parents would 
not go to jail. He said that with,this. caae on the 
books, parents, with strong religious convictions 
might think twice before refusing medical treat
ment for their children. 

L.A. Lllw has also put a lot of effort into 
addressing contemporary legal issues. On an 
episode about a year ago a white police officer 
killed an Afro-American teenager while respond
ing to a call. After an investigation, the police 
found that the officer had done nothing wrong. 
However, a community activist got involved as 
counsel for the deooased's family. Through the 
media he managed to have the case brought to 
trial. At the end of the trial the officer was acquit
ied. Though there were few similarities between 
the facts; the community activist on L.A. Law had 
many characteristics like those of Rev. Al Sharpton. 
The program suggested that crimes in poor and 
minority neighborhoods are not always investi
gated and prosecuted with the same effort as 
crimes in other areas. However, the program went 
ontosuggestthatpeopleliketheRev.AlSharpton 
can help bridge the gap between police service in 
the varioo.s neighborhoods. 

Anaveragegroupofpeoplewho 
watched an episode of Perry Mason would agree 
with the legal outcome of the program .. The same 
would not be true for a group of people watching 
L.A.LllworI.awand0rder. Thatisoneofthebiggest 
changes in television in the last thirty years, and a 
good one. 

Politi_al and legal-issues are be. 
ing brought into the home on television. Programs 
like L.A. Law and Law llnd Order are heightening 
public awareness of what is going on ill.our Wl
tions' courtrooms and how our courts make law. 
Whether you agree with the issues presented is riot 
the point. Neitl'i-er is Whether you agree witll me· 
way lawyers are portrayed on television. Televi~ 
sion can be a tool to make people think rather than 
something they get lostin. • Today, these programs 
are trying to make people think. 

CONT'D FROM THE COVER PAGE-

MEDIA COVERAGE OF THE THOMAS HEAR
INGS: SETTING A NATIONAL AGENDA 

can be explained in part by the fact that the media 
is often seen as an invisible and impartial tool of 
public officials. However, while the SenateJudi
ciary Committee debated on the innocence of one. 
man, the media became a forum for the issue of 
sexual harassment in the workplace across 
America. 

Scores of interviews by women who had 
been sexually harassed by men in the workplace 
were shown in special news reports. Discussion of 
how prevalent the problem is were trumpeted 
overtheairwavesand brought about a new stream 
of collSdousness. • A topic which had been smoth
ered by concern for international turbulence and a 
depressed economy was·thrust into the forefront 
and became a political hot potato. After support
ing Thomas throughout the hearings, President 
Bushagreed toamodified Civil Rights Bill tha~ will 
make it easier for victims of sexual harassment to 
obtain relief. Increased public awareness of sexual 
harassment at large and an upcoming Presidential 
campaign in which Bush will rely on the media 
might very well have been on his mind as he 
agreed to the bill on the heels of the Thomas 
confirmation. 

Wfll the media curb themselves after put
tingtwosetsof family and friends through a public 
hell to no avail? Should actions be ta.ken by the 
government to curb the media's use of information 
from those who will not take responsibility for 
them? Itisafundamental purpose of the media to 
act as a watchdog over public officials, including 
nominees to the Supreme Court.1 To insure that 
this purpose is adequately accomplished Ameri
cans may well have to accept that the use of 
information provided by unidentified people 
is a necessary evil. Unfortunately, the conse
quences will bea necessary evil as well. The media 
is a powerful entity. As illustrated by the Thomas 
fiasco, the media can control both what the public 
knows, and thus whatit thinks about. 2. Ifthemecb~ 
can do as much as introduce the ills of our society, 
it will provide a catalyst for others to cure them. 
Neither the guilt nor innocence of our newest 
Supreme Court Justice may ever be unequivocally 
proven, but the issue of sexual harassment in the 
workplace may never again be ignored. 

1 RobertM. Entman, ~(XJ"acyWithoutCitizens, 
(New York: Oxford, 1989), p.3. 
2 tbi.d., p.77 • 
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eunlw.nal Talevi&ian 

Obtrusive 
Filming 

By David Taplitz '94 

One of the great things about living in 
New York is that you can see one of your favorite 
movie stars being filmed on the same stre~t that 
you walk home on each day. In fact, you. may be 
• forced to walk quite a bit out of your way to get 
around your favorite.movie star. On many sum
mer days in SoHo, you can't walk two blocks 
without seeing a film crew blocking the street and 
taking up all of the parking spaces. Luckily for 
most people, the thrill of seeing a major motion 
picturebeing filmed makes up for the hassles. This 
is not true for many of the building owners who get 
talked into letting the film company use their 
property. For a few hundred dollars, and prom
ises of dates with the stars and having your kids 
put in the movie, the film co~pany gets the build
ing owner to sign an agreement in which the film 
~ompany can make a complete mess of the prop
erty for as long as is specified in the agreement. Of 

.. course you aon' t get the date with the star, or your 
kids in the film. What you do get is your building 
in a movie, depicted in any way the film maker 
wants, even if it is defamatory towards you, un
true, or censurable in nature. It would be wise for 
building owners to read.the.agreement carefully 
before havingtheirpropertyimmortalized on film. 
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